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Experiments in Psychical Research. John Edgar Coover. Stan- 
ford University ; University Press. 1917. Pp. xxiv + 641. 
It was inevitable that such a work as Coover's Experiments in 
Psychical Research would be written. At first sight it is surprising 
that it was not written before. For nearly forty years organized 
societies of large membership in both Europe and America have 
carried on propaganda for the scientific investigation of the occult. 
Substantial rows of volumes containing their published reports 
attest convincingly to their vigor and perseverance. But, unfor- 
tunately for the advancement of scientific knowledge concerning the 
problem of psychical research, their industry was rarely matched by 
the adequacy of their methods of investigation. Indeed one may 
seek long in these voluminous reports to find little of the precision, 
exactness, rigid control of conditions and thorough command of psy- 
chological technique which so richly characterize the present work. 
The first and most extensive group of experiments reported by 
Coover is concerned with thought-transference. The problem was 
attacked repeatedly and from a variety of angles. One series of 
experiments was performed to see if the ideas or images of lotto- 
block numbers from 1 to 100 could be transferred from one mind to 
another. A second series of experiments was performed to test the 
truth of the popular belief that people can tell, in the absence of the 
ordinary means of perception, when they are being stared at. A 
third and most extensive series was performed to determine whether 
ideas or images of ordinary playing cards could be transferred from 
one mind to another. Reputable mediums supposed to have special 
psychic and telepathic power, as well as individuals presumably 
normal, were used as subjects. In all, the attempts at thought- 
transference amounted to nearly fifteen thousand. 

The series of experiments in which the "psychics" were used as 
subjects are typical of the general method used in the experiments 
on thought-transference. The medium sat in the laboratory at dis- 
tances varying from one to ten meters from the experimenter, her 
back to him and her eyes closed. She placed her mind in an attitude 
favorable for receiving telepathic impressions. The experimenter 
shuffled a pack of playing cards, cut them and chose the bottom one. 
Before looking at it, however, a die was thrown. If an odd number 
of spots came up he proceeded to image the card in one of three 
ways according to whether the die showed one, three or five. If an 
even number came up, however, the card was not looked at until 
after the subject had recorded her impressions. From these data 
it was possible to compute the number of right guesses which 
would result by pure chance, together with the possible varia- 
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tion of empirical from theoretical chance under the particular cir- 
cumstances. Any excess of successes over this must be due in the 
case of the even throws to clairvoyance, in the case of the odd throws 
to telepathy or clairvoyance or both. It would be relatively easy 
also to determine which distances and which types of imagery were 
most favorable for telepathic transmission. Ten different psychic 
subjects were used. The most elaborate statistical analysis of the 
results obtained from them, however, failed to reveal any such ex- 
cess of successes. Equally negative results were obtained with the 
normal subjects. In fact neither in this nor in any of the other ex- 
periments on thought-transference was there found the slightest 
trace of telepathic or clairvoyant power. 

As a check on the accuracy of the methods used above, a series 
of experiments was performed in which at certain throws of the die 
the card was so held that it could be seen faintly reflected in the 
experimenter's left cornea. The subject sat in a position where he 
could view the reflection when present, through a laboratory tele- 
scope. It was found that the proportion of successes on these par- 
ticular throws ran far ahead of chance, while the other throws re- 
mained consistently at the level of chance as in previous experiments. 

Repeated attempts were made to continue the telepathic experi- 
ments with a semi-professional trumpet medium of international 
reputation. The experiments were conducted in a totally dark 
seance chamber while the medium was in a state of trance. It was 
found that the voices "who could report the safety of relatives in 
Mexico and could define the attitude of Japan toward the quarrel- 
ing republics, could not after months of effort bring themselves to 
naming the cards. They could see the cards and they had the power 
of speech but they became completely exhausted when they tried to 
coordinate these two powers." A telegraph key was pressed re- 
peatedly by "spirits" until printer's ink, which had been spread 
on it, was found later smeared on the medium's hands and on the 
trumpet. By appropriate methods graphic records were taken of 
the vocal organs of the medium while the voices were speaking 
through the trumpet. The records revealed movements on the part 
of the medium such as would take place if the medium herself were 
doing the speaking. 

Important series of experiments are also reported on the per- 
ception of subliminal visual and auditory impressions, which throw 
light on certain seance phenomena. A similar function is per- 
formed by other experiments which reveal a strong tendency for 
more or less meaningless auditory syllables to be interpreted as 
meaningful discourse. There is an exhaustive treatment of number 
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habits and their relation to certain number guessing experiments in 
telepathy, and an excellent exposition of theoretical as related to 
empirical chance. In connection with the various experiments valu- 
able critical summaries are given of similar work previously done. 
There is an illuminating account of the sequels to a number of 
experiments which have been alleged as proving thought-transfer- 
ence. The volume concludes with a most complete bibliography 
of works related to psychical research. 

In our appreciation of this work we should not overlook the one 
who made it possible. Some years ago Mr. Thomas Welton Stan- 
ford, of Melbourne, Australia, endowed Leland Stanford University 
with £10,000, the interest of which was to be used in psychical re- 
search. Thus was Professor Coover enabled to produce this monu- 
mental work. Thanks to the generosity and wisdom of Mr. Stan- 
ford, Professor Sedgwick's remark that, so far as he could see, 
psychical research had made no discernible progress in the last 
twenty years, is now no longer true. 

Clark L. Hull. 
University of Wisconsin. 
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